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TRANSITIONS IN NABOKOV STUDIES 
Will Norman, University of Kent 
Author ?s Post-Print Version 




This article maps recent transitions in Nabokov Studies and places them in the context of the history 
ŽĨƚŚĞĨŝĞůĚĂƐŝƚŚĂƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚƐŝŶĐĞƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?tŚŝůĞŵĂŶǇĐƌŝƚŝĐƐŚĂǀĞĂůůŽǁĞĚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶ
ŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚ “ƐƚƌŽŶŐŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ ?ƚŽĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚƚŚĞƉĂƌĂŵĞƚĞƌƐŽĨƚŚĞŝƌƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ?ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŽǀĞƌ
the last decade have shown a willingness to transgress the rules of Nabokovian reading. From 
historicist approaches to Lolita as a holocaust novel, to controversial questions concerning ethics 
and ideology, I survey the best work on the author and suggest ways in which Nabokov Studies 
might develop in the future. In the past many of the most radical readings of Nabokov have focused 
on Lolita, but the posthumous publication of The Original of Laura now invites renewed focus on the 
ůĂƚĞĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ǁŚŝůĞƚŚĞƌĞƌĞŵĂŝŶƐƚŚĞŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇŽĨĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƉůĂĐĞǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞcontexts of 
modernism and of world literature. 
 
ĞŝŶŐĂ ?'ŽŽĚZĞĂĚĞƌ ?  
 
Scattered throughout his writings, Nabokov left us with a clear sense of how he wanted  
his fiction to be read. This is, in large part, because of the publication of several courses of lectures 
which he gave at Cornell University in the 1950s. Among these, in an introductory talk entitled 
 “'ŽŽĚZĞĂĚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ'ŽŽĚtƌŝƚĞƌƐ ? ?EĂďŽŬŽǀĚĞƐĐrŝďĞƐĂƋƵŝǌŚĞŐĂǀĞŝŶĂ “ƌĞŵŽƚĞƉƌŽǀŝŶĐŝĂůĐŽůůĞŐĞ
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚǁŚŝĐŚ/ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚƚŽďĞũŽŐŐŝŶŐŽŶĂƉƌŽƚƌĂĐƚĞĚůĞĐƚƵƌĞƚŽƵƌ ? ?Lectures on Literature 2). The 
quiz comprises of a list of ten possible conditions for being a good reader, of which six are red-
herrings. The four correct answers (imagination, memory, a dictionary, and some artistic sense) are 
less interesting than some of the others, which, as Nabokov relates, were leaned on heavily by the 
students. We learn, for example, that belonging to a book club will not help you, and neither will 
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ĂƐƉŝƌŝŶŐƚŽďĞĂŶĂƵƚŚŽƌǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ ?ŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŶŐŽŶƚŚĞ “ƐŽĐŝĂů-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐŽƌŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĂŶŐůĞ ?ŝƐ
ƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇĚĞůƵƐŝŽŶĂů ? ? ) ? “dŚĞƚƌƵƚŚŝƐƚŚĂƚŐƌĞĂƚŶŽǀĞůƐĂƌĞŐƌĞĂƚĨĂŝƌǇƚĂůĞƐ ? ?ǁĞĂƌĞtold, works which 
ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶƵŶŝƋƵĞǁŽƌůĚƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚǁĞŵƵƐƚĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ “ĂƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐďƌĂŶĚŶĞǁ ?ŚĂǀŝŶŐŶŽ
ŽďǀŝŽƵƐĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚƐǁĞĂůƌĞĂĚǇŬŶŽǁ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚŝƐŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶŽŶŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐŝƐŵŝƐ
ƐƵƉƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞďǇEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐǁĞůů-known antipathy towards Freud and psychoanalytic 
ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐŽĨĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ? “DǇŶŽǀĞůƐƐŚŽƵůĚďĞƐƚĂŵƉĞĚ ‘&ƌĞƵĚŝĂŶƐŬĞĞƉŽƵƚ ? ?ŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƐŝŶŚŝƐĨŽƌĞǁŽƌĚƚŽ
Bend Sinister  ?ǆŝŝ ) ?EŽDĂƌǆƚŚĞŶ ?ĂŶĚŶŽ&ƌĞƵĚ ?/ŶĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚŝƐǁĞŵƵƐƚĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ
polemical attack on ƚŚĞŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ “ĐŽŵŵŽŶƐĞŶƐĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚŽƐĞŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚŝŶ “ƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌĂŶĚƚŚĞŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŽƌƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? ?Lectures on Literature 371). Finally, 
ŽŶĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞƌĂƐŬĞĚEĂďŽŬŽǀĂďŽƵƚŚŝƐŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƐ ?,ĞƌĞƉůŝĞĚ P “/ĚŽŶŽƚďĞůŝĞǀĞƚŚĂt any writer has 
ŚĂĚĂĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽŶŵĞ ? ?Strong Opinions 47). 
So far we have been working through a process of elimination. What does constitute a 
EĂďŽŬŽǀŝĂŶƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ?dŚĞĂŶƐǁĞƌ ?ĂƐŐŝǀĞŶŝŶ “'ŽŽĚZĞĂĚĞƌƐĂŶĚ'ŽŽĚtƌŝƚĞƌƐ ? ?ŝƐƚŚĞĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ “ƚŽ
grasƉƚŚĞŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŵĂŐŝĐŽĨ ?ƚŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?Ɛ ?ŐĞŶŝƵƐĂŶĚƚŽƐƚƵĚǇƚŚĞƐƚǇůĞ ?ƚŚĞŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ ?ƚŚĞƉĂƚƚĞƌŶŽĨ
ŚŝƐŶŽǀĞůƐŽƌƉŽĞŵƐ ? ?Lectures on Literature 5-6). This sounds very much like what we would now 
ĐĂůů “ĐůŽƐĞƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ? and here we are reminded that Nabokov was teaching in an American university 
in the heyday of the New Criticism (one of its leading proponents, Allan Tate, helped him to get his 
first American novel, Bend Sinister ?ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? ) ?EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŶŽǀĞůƐ ?ƚŚĞŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŽŶŝƐ ?ĂƌĞ
autonomous objects and should be studied as such. We should, in ways the New Critics would surely 
have approved of, admire their intricate structure, their dazzling style, their deceptive layerings of 
ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ?ǁĞƐŚŽƵůĚ ?ĂƐEĂďŽŬŽǀƚŽůĚŚŝƐĐůĂƐƐ ? “ĐĂƌĞƐƐƚŚĞĚĞƚĂŝůƐ ? ?Lectures on Literature xxiii) and 
search for patterns of word and image which resolve apparent contradictions and problems 
presented at the level of plot. The implication, it seems, is that we should aspire to ascend to the 
heights of the ivory tower, to escape the messy stuff of history, politics and society, or what 
&ůĂƵďĞƌƚ ?ŽŶĞŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨĂǀŽƵƌŝƚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ ?ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚĂƐ “ƚŚĞƚŝĚĞŽĨƐŚŝƚďĞĂƚŝŶŐĂƚŝƚƐǁĂůůƐ ? ? ? ?) ? 
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 Any attempt to take stock of the history of Nabokov scholarship must necessarily resume 
thĞǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?ƐŽǁŶ “ƐƚƌŽŶŐŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞƐŝŵƉůĞƌĞĂƐŽŶƚŚĂƚŚŝƐĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƌĞĂĚĞƌƐŚĂǀĞŵŽƐƚůǇ
ĐŽŶƐĞŶƚĞĚƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞůŽĨĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵŚĞƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ? “'ŽŽĚƌĞĂĚĞƌƐĂŶĚ'ŽŽĚtƌŝƚĞƌƐ ?ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶƐĂŶ
ŝŵĂŐĞǁŚŝĐŚŶĞĂƚůǇƐƵŵƐƵƉƚŚĞƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ P “ƵƉĂƚƌĂĐŬůĞƐƐƐůŽƉĞĐůŝŵďƐthe master artist, and at the 
top, on a windy ridge, whom do you think he meets? The panting and happy reader, and there they 
ƐƉŽŶƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇĞŵďƌĂĐĞĂŶĚĂƌĞůŝŶŬĞĚĨŽƌĞǀĞƌ ? ? ? ?Lectures on Literature 2). This is a romantic 
variation on the ivory tower, oĨĐŽƵƌƐĞ ?ĂŶĚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌĞĂĚĞƌƐŚĂǀĞgenerally been happy to make 
the arduous climb, though few would claim to have caught up with the author.  
 
 
 The Beginnings of Nabokov Studies 
 
The beginnings of an Anglophone critical project devoted to Nabokov can be discerned in 
the 1960s, when the writer was still available to approve or dismiss readings of his work. 
Appropriately enough, one of the leading figures was an ex-student of his, Alfred Appel Jr., whose 
ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ “Lolita PdŚĞ^ƉƌŝŶŐďŽĂƌĚŽĨWĂƌŽĚǇ ?ĨŽƌŵĞĚĂn important part of the Spring 1967 edition of 
Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literature devoted to Nabokov, and was eventually expanded 
into the introduction to his enormously influential annotated edition of Lolita ŝŶ ? ? ? ? ?ƉƉĞů ?Ɛ
pioneering work was ĚĞǀŽƚĞĚƚŽĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐƚŚĞ “ĐƌŽŽŬĞĚƌĞĨůĞĐƚŽƌƐ ?ŚĞĨŽƵŶĚĞǀĞƌǇǁŚĞƌĞŝŶƚŚĞ
ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ P “ŽƵďůĞƐ ?ƉĂƌŽĚŝĞƐĂŶĚƐĞůĨ-parodies (literature trapped in prison of amusement park 
mirrors), works within works, mirror-games of chess , translations . . . and language gaŵĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? ) ? 
^ƵĐŚŚĞƌŵĞƚŝĐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐĂƌĞĞĐŚŽĞĚĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞŝŶƚŚĞĞĂƌůǇĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞŝŶDĂƌǇDĐĂƌƚŚǇ ?Ɛ
well-known review of Pale Fire from 1962 (still used to preface the Penguin edition of the novel), in 
which the dominant metaphor for the novel ŝƐƚŚĂƚŽĨĂ “ĚŽ-it-ǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨŬŝƚ ?ǁŚŝĐŚƐŚŽƵůĚďĞ
 “ĂƐƐĞŵďůĞĚ ?ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞŵĂŶƵĨĂĐƚƵƌĞƌ ?ƐĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ? ?ǀ ) ?DĐĂƌƚŚǇ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇŝƐƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇĚĞǀŽƚĞĚ
ƚŽĂŶĂŶŶŽƚĂƚŝǀĞĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚƚŽƌĞĂĚŝŶŐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŚĂƌĞĚŶŽƚŽŶůǇďǇƉƉĞů ?ƐAnnotated Lolita but also 
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by Carl WƌŽĨĨĞƌ ?ƐKeys to Lolita  ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǁŚŝĐŚĨŽƵŶĚŝŶƚŚĞŶŽǀĞů ?ƐŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůƉůĂǇĂ ŬĞǇƚŽƵŶůŽĐŬ
hidden levels and meanings. Also of note from these early years is ŶĚƌĞǁ&ŝĞůĚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ ?
Nabokov: His Life in Art (1967), prepared in collaboration with Nabokov himself, which provided the 
first comprehensive overview of the oeuvre to date, with appended bibliography and insightful 
commentaries on the fiction.
1
 
 &ŽƌŵĂůŝƐƚƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ?ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ ?ĂŶĚǁŽƌĚ-play remained the 
ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵĨŽƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵŽĨŚŝƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶŝŶƚŽƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ƐĂŶĚďĞǇŽŶĚƚŚĞĂƵƚŚŽƌ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚŝŶ ? ? ? ? ?
The extraordinarily dense networks of allusion, chronologies, and self-reflexivity exhibited in the late 
works, especially Ada (1969) and Look at the Harlequins! (1974), provided both primary material and 
ǀĂůŝĚĂƚŝŽŶĨŽƌƚŚŝƐĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ?ĂƐĚŝĚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚ ?ĂŶĚŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶĂůƉƌĂŝƐĞĨŽƌ ?
ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ ?^ƚƵĚŝĞƐƐƵĐŚĂƐWĂŐĞ^ƚĞŐŶĞƌ ?ƐEscape into Aesthetics: The Art of Vladimir 
Nabokov (1966 )ĂŶĚ:ƵůŝĂĂĚĞƌ ?ƐƌǇƐƚĂů>ĂŶĚ PƌƚŝĨŝĐĞŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŶŐůŝƐŚEŽǀĞůƐ (1972) 
ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĚĞĞĚǀĂůŽƌŝƐĞĚ ?EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨŽƌŵĂůŵĂƐƚĞƌǇ ?ǁŚŝůĞƐƵƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞ
ethical and political implications of the content.
2
 
 The 1980s saw the first significant departures form the pure formalism adopted by 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĞĂƌůǇĂĐŽůǇƚĞƐ ?dŚĞĚĞĐĂĚĞŝƐďŽŽŬĞŶĚĞĚďǇƚǁŽƉŽǁĞƌĨƵůƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĞƚŚŝĐƐ ?
by Ellen Pifer and the pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty, both of which sought to push beyond 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨĂmous assertion that Lolita ŚĂƐ “ŶŽŵŽƌĂůŝŶƚŽǁ ?ƚŽĂƚƚĞŵƉƚĂƌĞŚĂďŝůŝƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞĐŽůĚ ?
aloof image of the author built over the previous two decades. Pifer and Rorty, in their different 
ways, ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŶŽƚƐŽŵƵĐŚƚŚĂƚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂƵƚŽĐƌŝƚŝĐŝŵĂŶĚĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂl writings contradict each other 
(they both use his critical writings to support their readings), but that surface contradictions 
between a uncompromisingly autonomous stance on literary production and an ethically informed 
art can be resolved through the practice of diligent close reading. These two interventions into 
ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŵŽƐƚĨĂŵŽƵƐŶŽǀĞůĚŽŶŽƚƚŚĞŶďƌĞĂŬĂŶǇŽĨŚŝƐŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ?Rather they try to 
find a way of preserving them while answering the increasingly urgent accusations that an 
autonomous formalism necessarily brings with it certain ethical costs. The readings of Pifer and 
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ZŽƌƚǇĂƌĞƌĞĐĂůůĞĚŝŶ>ĞůĂŶĚĚĞůĂƵƌĂŶƚĂǇĞ ?ƐŵŽƌĞƌĞĐĞŶƚďŽŽŬ ?Style is Matter: The Moral Art of 
Vladimir Nabokov (2007), which also sets itself the task of absolving Nabokov from charges of 
privileging aesthetics over ethics. Two related patterns are observable here which recur throughout 
Nabokov Studies up to the present: the act of criticism as defence of the author, and the critical goal 
as the resolving ŽĨĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂƵƚŽĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵĂŶĚŚŝƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂůƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ? 
  
 
 Reading Nabokov in the 1990s 
 
The 1990s saw the establishment of Nabokov Studies proper, with the launch by Donald 
Barton Johnson of the scholarly journal bearing that name in 1994, and the indispensible Garland 
Companion to Nabokov, edited by Vladimir Alexandrov in 1995. Both publications carried valuable 
work by academics trained in Russian literature who were able to elucidate for an Anglophone 
readership the Russian literaƌǇĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐĨƌŽŵǁŚŝĐŚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƐĞŵĞƌŐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞĞĂƌůǇ
twentieth-century. They therefore mark an important moment of development in the ongoing 
critical exchange between those Nabokov scholars trained in Anglophone literature and theory and 
those whose backgrounds are in Slavic and Russian literary studies. The end of the decade also saw 
the landmark publication of a complete works in Russian, supported by extensive commentary and 
annotations by Alexander Dolinin and others. These developments have led to a renewed emphasis 
ŽŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚŝŶĂƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ?ĂůďĞŝƚŽŶĞŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŚĞŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ
formed the final telos or pinnacle of achievement.  
 The 1990s also saw the publication of what are almost certainly the two most influential 
works of NaboŬŽǀĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ PƌŝĂŶŽǇĚ ?ƐƚǁŽ-volume critical biography (1990-1) and Michael 
tŽŽĚ ?ƐdŚĞDĂŐŝĐŝĂŶ ?ƐŽƵďƚƐ PEĂďŽŬŽǀĂŶĚƚŚĞZŝƐŬƐŽĨ&ŝĐƚŝŽŶ  ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ŽǇĚ ?ƐƚŚŽƌŽƵŐŚůǇ
ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞĚĂŶĚĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞĂĐĐŽƵŶƚŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĐĂƌĞĞƌĞƐtablished authoritatively the agenda 
for Nabokov Studies in several ways: firstly by further consolidating the view that Nabokov should be 
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read in the way he intended, through painstaking close attention to textual detail, with the 
conscious exclusion of theoretical considerations, and secondly by developing a convincing case for 
understanding Nabokov as a pioneering poet of consciousness, committed to challenging the limits 
of human cognition, its notions of time and space. This view, traceable to his NaboŬŽǀ ?ƐAda: The 
Place of Consciousness (1985) and developed further in his EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ Pale Fire: The Magic of Artistic 
Discovery (1999), is predicated on a model of reading in which the reader progressively ascends to 
higher and higher levels of complexity through solving a series of intertextual and narratological 
problems of increasing refinement and difficulty. This model, as Boyd explains, is partly indebted to 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶƚŚĞĨŽƌŵŽĨƚŚĞĐŚĞƐƐƉƌŽďůĞŵ ?ǁŝƚŚŝƚƐŽǁŶŚĞƌŵĞƚŝĐĂůůǇƉƌĞ-determined 
solution. 
 DŝĐŚĂĞůtŽŽĚ ?ƐďŽŽŬ ?ďǇĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ?ŝƐůĞƐƐŝŶǀĞƐƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ-orientated scholarship 
proposed by Boyd and espoused by many who have followed in his footsteps. In dŚĞDĂŐŝĐŝĂŶ ?Ɛ
Doubts we find something like a sceptical reading of Nabokov, sensitive to the disjunction between 
the self-ĂƐƐƵƌĂŶĐĞŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƉƵďůŝĐĨĂĐĞĂŶĚƚŚĞĚŝƐƋƵŝĞƚŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƚŚĞĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?
tŽŽĚ ?ƐEĂďŽŬŽǀŝƐĂůĞƐƐƚƌŝƵŵƉŚĂŶƚǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?ŽŶĞǁŚŽƐĞĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇƉƌŽďĞ
and retrace doubts and anxieties about its own status through a poetics of loss, absence and aporia. 
dŚĞĨĂƵůƚůŝŶĞƐŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ Wthe premature deaths of family members and the experience 
of exile  W are here understood to be essential formative elements in the develŽƉŵĞŶƚŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ
aesthetics. Significantly, Wood does not avoid some theoretically-informed reflections on authorial 
presence, drawing for example on the work of Roland Barthes. In the context of the restricted 
ƉĂƌĂŵĞƚĞƌƐŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŚŝƉ ?tŽŽĚ ?ƐďŽŽŬĂďŽƵƚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌŝƐŬ-taking fiction took risks of its 
own, ones which have too rarely been repeated from within the community of Nabokov specialists. 
 dŚŝƐďƌŝĞĨƐŬĞƚĐŚŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ?ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĨƌŽŵƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ƐŝŶƚŽƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ƐŝƐ
intended to indicate ƚŚĞďĂĐŬĚƌŽƉĂŐĂŝŶƐƚǁŚŝĐŚĐůĂŝŵƐĨŽƌĂ “ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŚĞĨŝĞůĚŵĂǇďĞ
evaluated. To sum up, the conceptual model for reading Nabokov remained largely unchallenged in 
ŝƚƐŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞĂƵƚŚŽƌ ?ƐŽǁŶŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ?tŝƚŚŝŶƚŚŽƐĞůŝŵŝƚĞĚƉĂƌĂŵĞƚĞƌƐƚŚe broadest 
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tendency was to ever-more detailed internal mapping of his works  W  their allusive networks, 
ǁŽƌĚƉůĂǇĂŶĚƉĂƚƚĞƌŶŝŶŐ ?ŽƌǁŚĂƚEĂďŽŬŽǀǁŽƵůĚĐĂůů “ƚŚĞŵǇstery of literary structures ? (Lectures 
on Literature 89). The tendency of this approach assumes a progressive interpretive movement 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƚĞǆƚǁŚŝĐŚůĞĂĚƐ ?ĂƚĞĂĐŚ ‘ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŽĂŶĞǁŚĞƌŵĞŶĞƵƚŝĐůĞǀĞů ?dŚĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƌĞŵĂŝŶƐĂƐ
to what the ultimate horizon of such a process might be, and two related anwers have been 
presented. One would find the numerous hermeneutic paradoxes and patterns assimilated into the 
old RŽŵĂŶƚŝĐŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨĂŶƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚŽƌ “ƚŝŵĞůĞƐƐ ?Ăƌƚ ?ƚŚŝƐ ?ĂƚƚŝŵĞƐ ?ŝƐǁŚĂƚEĂďŽŬŽǀ
himself seems to have suggested). The other would translate this metaphysics of literary form into a 
ŵŽƌĞĐƌƵĚĞůǇŵǇƐƚŝĐĂůďƵƚŶŽůĞƐƐĂďƐŽůƵƚĞĨŽƌŵŽĨ “ƚŚĞďĞǇŽŶĚ ? ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞƚĞǆƚƐŽŵĞŚŽǁ
situates itself at the intersection of life and death, and in which seemingly irresolvable impasses and 
aporia are subsumed by what Alexandrov, in the most fully realized pursuit of this methodology, 
ĐĂůůĞĚ “ƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌǁŽƌůĚ ? ?ĂŶŝĚĞĂůrealm from which the dead may contact the living.3 
 
 
 Challenges to the Consensus 
 
Given the widespread consensus achieved by such critical practices, and reflected in the 
cluster of essay collections which emerged from the Nabokov centenary in 1999, it should not 
surprise us that some of the most innovative work to be published on Nabokov has come from 
scholars who, rather than engaging in a single-author perspective, have decentred him by finding a 
place for his most famous novel within broader conceptual or theoretical frameworks to which the 
community of Nabokov scholars has traditionally been resistant. Thus, for example, sophisticated 
chapters on Lolita in Elisabeth BrŽŶĨĞŶ ?ƐOver Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic 
 ? ? ? ? ? )ĂŶĚZĂĐŚĞůŽǁůďǇ ?ƐShopping with Freud (1993) transgressed on critical taboos with lucid 
and challenging readings informed by theories of consumer culture, feminism and psychoanalysis. 
WĂƵů'ŝůĞƐ ?Virtual Americas, meanwhile, located Lolita historically within the period of the 
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emergence of American Studies in the academy and assesses the challenges it poses to myth 




Lolita, then, has become a crucial point of contact which has ensured that Nabokov Studies 
has not detached itself from the dominant methodologies of Anglo-American literary studies in the 
academy. The result of this, however, is that the diversity of critical writing on the novel far 
outweighs that devoted to any of his others works, and especially to his Russian-language fiction of 
the 1920s and early 30s. This is why one must look to French scholarship for a substantial 
monograph which is willing to explore the sustained application of modern literary theory to his 
ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?DĂƵƌŝĐĞŽƵƚƵƌŝĞƌ ?ƐNabokov, ou la cruauté du désir (2004) has not received the attention it 
deserves outside France.
4
  Although Couturier uses a rich critical vocabulary touching on 
structuralism, narratology anĚŵŽĚĞƌŶƵƌŽƉĞĂŶƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ?ƚŚĞďŽŽŬ ?ƐƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬĂĚŽƉƚƐ
Lacanian psychoanalytic theory as a means of understanding the interplay of desire across a range of 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐZƵƐƐŝĂŶĂŶĚŶŐůŝƐŚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞǁŽƌŬƐ ?>ĂĐĂŶ ?ƐƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞĚƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶ&ƌĞŶĐŚƚŚĞory, a 
mediating interface between Freudian psychoanalysis and poststructuralism, facilitates some 
original analyses which are able to bring attention to plot and character together with questions of 
voice and style. It is instructive to compare the considerable impact of French postwar theory on 
Joyce Studies (particularly in the 1980s and 90s, before the resurgence of historicism) to the 
stonewalling it has received from the majority of Nabokov scholars. It is a fallacy to suppose that 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶŝs in any sense unamenable to such theorizing either, given his sustained (though 
largely unexamined) engagement with distinctively French poetics from Stéphane Mallarmé through 
to Alain Robbe-Grillet. A set of concerns with the metaphysics of presence, textual metonymies, the 
materiality of the book and the aesthetics of temporality which Nabokov shares with these figures 
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ĂůƐŽƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƚŚĞďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚĨŽƌŵƵĐŚŽĨĂƌƚŚĞƐ ?ĂŶĚĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?ƐŽǁŶĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůǁŽƌŬ ?EĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ ?ƚŚĞ





 By contrast, an area which has received more sustained and productive critical attention 
ƐŝŶĐĞƚŚĞĐĞŶƚĞŶĂƌǇŝƐƚŚĞŵĂƉƉŝŶŐŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶŝŶůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇĂŶĚintellectual history. 
Annotational research, as we have seen, has always been an important element of Nabokov Studies. 
The transition in this case is to be found in the move towards understanding Nabokov and his work 
to be participating in networks of intellectual and critical currents which are not directly or 
intentionally signalled through encoded allusion. In other words, by expanding critical attention 
beyond the fictional worlds over which Nabokov asserted his control, we then might be able to 
return to the fiction with a renewed sense of its place.  
^ƚĞƉŚĞŶůĂĐŬǁĞůů ?ƐŵŽŶŽŐƌĂƉŚ ?The Quill and the Scalpel: Nabokov and the Worlds of 
Science (2009), is arguably the most substantial and well-researched book on Nabokov for some 
time. Here we are able to sĞĞŚŽǁEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐƌĞůĂƚĞĚƚŽŚŝƐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ
research. His own work within Lepidoptery and his failed attempts to provide a rigorous scientific 
basis for the attacks made in interviews and novels on the power of Darwinian explanations of the 
natural world receive generous attention, as does his consistent engagement with developments in 
ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐǇĂŶĚƉŚǇƐŝĐƐ ?dŚĞŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞǁŚŝĐŚĞŵĞƌŐĞƐŚĞƌĞŝƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?ƐƵŶĨůĂŐŐŝŶŐĞĨĨŽƌƚƐƚŽ
undermine all determinist scientific modeůƐǁŝƚŚŝŶŚŝƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂůǁŽƌůĚƐ ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ ?
for example, Humbert Humbert defies all attempts at finding a causal psychological explanation for 
his sexual predilections , or Van Veen denounces Einsteinian physics in a rather grandiloquent but 
intellectually dubious lecture, seem ultimately to define themselves by opposition to mainstream 





We can also see the beginnings of a critical interest ŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƚŽƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ?
&ŽƌƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞ>ĞŽŶĂdŽŬĞƌ ?ƐƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐŽŶEĂďŽŬŽǀŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽĞƌŐƐŽŶĂŶĚ^ĐŚŽƉĞŶŚĂƵĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ
ŽƵƚĂƐĂŶĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŝŶƚŚĞĨŝĞůĚ ?ďƵƚdŚŽŵĂƐ<ĂƌƐŚĂŶ ?ƐƚǁŽĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐŽŶEĂďŽŬŽǀĂŶĚŝĚĞĂƐŽĨƉůĂǇ
have shown that there is interesting territory to be excavated here.
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 Karshan finds in the aesthetic 
ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇŽĨ<ĂŶƚĂŶĚ^ĐŚŝůůĞƌĂĐŽŵƉĞůůŝŶŐĐŽŶƚĞǆƚĨŽƌĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĂƐĂŶ
artist from the structured game playing of the early Russian fiction through to the free play of the 
ůĂƚĞƌŶŽǀĞůƐ ?ƐǁĞůůĂƐŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐĂĨƌĞƐŚƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚǁŝƚŚƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ, this 
ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĂůƐŽŚĂƐƚŚĞďĞŶĞĨŝƚŽĨƉƌŽƉŽƐŝŶŐĂůŽŐŝĐďĞŚŝŶĚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĂƐĂŶĂƌƚŝƐƚĨƌŽŵ
the 1920s through to Lolita and Ada (of particular value is his coverage of some of the the earliest 
Russian fiction). Thinking in philosophical terms about writing as play also provides an alternative 
ƌŽƵƚĞŝŶƚŽƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐĂďŽƵƚĞƚŚŝĐƐĂŶĚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƐŝŶĐĞ<ĂƌƐŚĂŶ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐĂŶincreasing 
tendency towards ethical ambivalence and aesthetic disinterestedness on the part of the author.  
dŚĞƚŚŝƌĚĂƌĞĂŝŶǁŚŝĐŚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶƌĞŵĂŝŶƐĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚŝƐƚŚĂƚŽĨůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐŵ ?
In his critical writing during his American years Nabokov cleaved the newly developing modernist 
canon in two, declaring writers such as Joyce, Proust and Kafka to be masters, while denouncing 
others, such as Mann, Faulkner and Eliot, as charlatans and frauds. The logic, if there is one, behind 
this rather Manichean view of the literary world has never been fully elucidated. Neither do we have 
much of a sense of whether we can think of Nabokov himself as fitting into any of the categories 
ǁŚŝĐŚŚĂǀĞĞŵĞƌŐĞĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇƐƚƵĚŝĞƐƵŶĚĞƌƚŚĞďĂŶŶĞƌŽĨ “ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐŵ ? ?dŚĞĐůŽƐĞƐƚǁĞŚĂǀĞ
ƚŽĂŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚƌŽƵƚĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƐĞƉƌŽďůĞŵƐŝƐ:ŽŚŶƵƌƚ&ŽƐƚĞƌ:ƌ ? ?ƐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌƚŽĨDĞŵŽƌǇĂŶĚ
European Modernism  ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǁŚŝĐŚƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐĂǀĞƌǇƵƐĞĨƵůƐƵƌǀĞǇŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŵĂŶǇĂůůƵƐŝŽŶƐƚŽ
modernist writers and proposes an aesthetics of memory developed through intertextuality. Here, 
though, modernism is assumed as a retrospective category equivalent to the aesthetic practices held 
in common by the writers collected in the modernist canon  W what we do not get is a diachronic 
accouŶƚŽĨŚŽǁEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂƌƚƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞĚƚŽƚŚĞĞǀŽůǀŝŶŐ ?ŚĞƚĞƌŽŐĞŶeous and volatile rhetoric of the 
formally experimental and avant-garde writers which Nabokov variously read, admired and 
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denounced from his adolescence in Silver-Age Russia through to his maturity in the age of American 
EĞǁƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?&ŽƐƚĞƌƚĞůůƐƵƐŵƵĐŚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞ “ĂƌƚŽĨŵĞŵŽƌǇ ?ǁŚŝĐŚEĂďŽŬŽǀƐŚĂƌĞĚǁŝƚŚĂŶƵŵďĞƌ
ŽĨĐĂŶŽŶŝĐĂůŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐƚƐ ?ďƵƚǁĞŵƵƐƚĂůƐŽĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐŵ ?ƐĐŽŵƉůĞǆƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƚŽŝƚƐŽǁŶ
historical moment, its anxious meditations on historical change and public time, its susceptibility to 
seduction by mass politics, and its responses to the two World Wars. We know that such questions 
troubled Nabokov, and played a part in the development of his art. These lines of enquiry have been 
recently pursued in my  ?Ɛtwo articles,  “The Real Life of Sebastian Knight ĂŶĚƚŚĞDŽĚĞƌŶŝƐƚ/ŵƉĂƐƐĞ ? 
(2007) ĂŶĚ “>ŽůŝƚĂ ?Ɛ ‘dŝŵĞ>ĞĂŬƐ ?ĂŶĚdƌĂŶƐĂƚůĂŶƚŝĐĞĐĂĚĞŶĐĞ ? (2009), which read these novels as 
self-consciously positioning themselves within particular modernist trajectories, in response to 
changing historical and critical landscapes. 
 
 




status, his multilingualism and autotranslation, and his exploration of hybrid geographies all 
contribute to a tension in his writing between the historical effects of international politics on his 
biography on one hand, and on the other a form of virtualism which invites us to understand the 
ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨďŽƌĚĞƌƐƚŽďĞĂƐƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶĂůĂƐƚŚĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƚƌƵĞŚŽŵĞ ?
goes the critical cliché, was in the world of the imagination, which respects no borders. Still, he 
found time, during his creative reimagining of political geography in the writing of Ada, to 
ĐŽŶŐƌĂƚƵůĂƚĞ>ǇŶĚŽŶ:ŽŚŶƐŽŶŽŶŚŝƐ “ĂĚŵŝƌĂďůĞǁŽƌŬ ?ŝŶƉƵƌƐƵŝŶŐƚŚĞsŝĞƚŶĂŵtĂƌŝŶ ? ? ? ? 
(Selected Letters 378).  




literature consumers? For the Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk, who writes an interesting essay on 
Nabokov in his 2007 collection, Other Colours, it was precisely the detached refusal to engage with 
the social which attracted a young novelist trying to shake off the literary expectations of a 
restrictive regŝŵĞ P “^ĞĞŶĨƌŽŵdƵƌŬĞǇ ?ƚŚĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐĨƌŽŵAda and other Nabokov novels from the 
 ? ? ? ?ƐůŽŽŬĞĚůŝŬĞĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐŽĨĂŶŽŶĞǆŝƐƚĞŶƚǁŽƌůĚ ? ‘ĐƵƚŽĨĨĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ? ? ?&ĞĂƌŝŶŐŚĞŵŝŐŚƚďĞ
 “ƐŵŽƚŚĞƌĞĚďǇƚŚĞĐƌƵĞůĂŶĚƵŐůǇĚĞŵĂŶĚƐŽĨƚŚĞƐŽĐŝĂůŵŝůŝĞƵ ?WĂŵƵŬĨĞůƚ Ă “ŵŽƌĂůŝŵƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞ ?ƚŽ
ĞŵďƌĂĐĞEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇŚĞƌŵĞƚŝĐůĂƚĞǁŽƌŬƐ ?dŚĞĐŽƐƚŽĨƚŚŝƐĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ?ĂƐWĂŵƵŬĂĚŵŝƚƐŝŶ
ŚŝƐĞƐƐĂǇ ?ŝƐƚŚĞŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇŽĨŐƵŝůƚ P “dŚŝƐǁĂƐƚŚĞƉƌŝĐĞ/ƉĂŝĚĨŽƌƚŚĞďĞĂƵƚǇŽĨƚŚĞŶŽǀĞůƐĂŶĚĂůƐŽĨŽƌ
the pleasure I took from tŚĞŵ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?8  
ŶĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞƚŽWĂŵƵŬ ?ƐƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀŝƐŽĨĨĞƌĞĚďǇǌĂƌEĂĨŝƐŝ ?ƐReading Lolita in 
Tehran  ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǁŚŝĐŚŐŝǀĞƐĂŶĂĐĐŽƵŶƚŽĨĂĐůĂŶĚĞƐƚŝŶĞǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐƌĞĂĚŝŶŐŐƌŽƵƉŝŶ/ƌĂŶŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?
who read contraband works of fiction smuggled across the border. We know that Nabokov listed 
book clubs as one of the factors which will not make you a good reader, but Nafisi nevertheless 
attempts to find in Lolita and Invitation to a Beheading allegories for the kinds of cruelty suffered by 
women in IraŶ ?ĂŶƵŶĂŵďŝŐƵŽƵƐĐŽŵƉƵůƐŝŽŶƚŽĨŝŶĚŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐǁŽƌŬƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶũƵƐƚ
ƚŚĞ “ĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐďůŝƐƐ ?ŚĞĐůĂŝŵĞĚĨŽƌŝƚ ?ƌŝĐEĂŝŵĂŶ ?ŝŶĂĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨEĂĨŝƐŝ ?ƐďŽŽŬ ?ŵŝƐĐŚŝĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ
compares her efforts to find a political relevance for fiction to those of Nikolai Chernyshevskii, the 
Russian utilitarian critic which Nabokov satirically portrays in Dar (The Gift). His argument ultimately 
ůĞĂĚƐƚŽĂĚĞĨĞŶĐĞŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƉƌŽĨĞƐƐĞĚĂƉŽůŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚ “ƚŚĞƉƌŝĐĞŽĨ
ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ?ƐƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞŵĂǇďĞa diminution of its literary value ? (38). This is a calculatedly 
provocative statement, and while Naiman effectively exposes the contradictions in NaĨŝƐŝ ?ƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ?
which pays lip service to the principles of Nabokovian reading while ignoring them in practice, he 
does not acknowledge the extent to which the structure of this problematic is replicated at the level 
ŽĨƚŚĞŵĂƐƚĞƌ ?ƐŽǁŶpractice. Nabokov cited his two dystopian novels, Invitation to a Beheading and 
Bend Sinister ĂƐŚŝƐ “ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇĨŝŶĂůŝŶĚŝĐƚŵĞŶƚƐŽĨZƵƐƐŝĂŶĂŶĚ'ĞƌŵĂŶƚŽƚĂůŝƚĂƌŝĂŶŝƐŵ ? ?Strong 
Opinions 156). This is not because of their ostensible content, but because of their aesthetics and 
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style  W their form. In the sense that this was developed consciously in response to historical and 
biographical realities, it demands to be understood as having a politics, a relevance, of its own. The 
kind of relevance suggested by Nafisi, based on allegory and identification, is not robust enough to 
withstand critical interrogation. The demand, however, must be for a more sophisticated 
ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚŶŽƚĂŶĂŶǆŝŽƵƐĚĞĨĞŶĐĞŽĨ “ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇǀĂůƵĞ ? ?dŚĞŵŽƐƚŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ
recent attempt to theorise what such relevence might entail is that of Agnès Edel-Roy, who, looking 
ƚŽEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƚŽĂ  “ŵĂŐŝĐĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ ?ŝŶŚŝƐůĞĐƚƵƌĞŽŶŝĐŬĞŶƐ ?Bleak House (Lectures on 
Literature 124) ?ĨŝŶĚƐŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶƚŚĞƐƉĂĐĞĨŽƌĚŝƐƐĞŶƚĨƌŽŵŚŝƐƚǇƌĂŶŶŝĐĂůŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌƐ ?ĂŶĂƌƚ
ǁŚŝĐŚ “ĨƌĞĞƐƚŚĞƌĞĂĚĞƌĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĞŶƐůĂǀĞĚƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐĚĞĐƌĞĞĚďǇĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞŝŵƉosters, these 
ĨĂůƐĞĐƌĞĂƚŽƌƐǁŚŽĂƌĞŵĂĚĞŽĨƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƐƚƵĨĨĂƐƌĞĂůƚǇƌĂŶƚƐ ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚĞƌĞŝƐ much room for 
ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚĂƌŽƵŶĚǁŚĂƚŬŝŶĚŽĨƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐŵŝŐŚƚĞŵĞƌŐĞĨƌŽŵEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƐ ?ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌƚŚĞƐĞďĞ
found in the act of criticism itself, or (more problemaƚŝĐĂůůǇ/ƚŚŝŶŬ )ŝŶŚĞƌĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?ƐŽǁŶ
practice. 
 EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĞƐĐĂƉĞĨƌŽŵŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ?ůŝŬĞEĂĨŝƐŝ ?Ɛ )ǁĂƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚƌĂŶƐĂƚůĂŶƚŝĐƚƌĂǀĞůƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶ
ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ZĂĐŚĞůdƌŽƵƐĚĂůĞ ? ? ? ? ? )ƚĂŬĞƐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶĂĐĐŽƵŶƚŽĨƚŚŝƐũŽƵƌŶĞǇĂĐƌŽƐƐƚŚĞƚůĂŶƚŝĐŝŶ
1940 ĂƐƚŚĞƐƚĂƌƚŝŶŐƉŽŝŶƚĨŽƌŚĞƌƌĞĂĚŝŶŐŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀĂƐƚŚĞ “ŵŽĚĞůƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ? ?9 In her analysis, 
which examines his reception by American writer Michael Chabon, the puzzle-solving beloved of so 
ŵĂŶǇŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƌĞĂĚĞƌƐŝƐĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝǌĞĚĂƐƉĂƌƚŽĨĂƐƚƌĂƚegy which metaphorically transforms 
geographical displacement into a means of community-building among diasporic and exilic 
individuals. The attraction to Nabokov for writers such as Salman Rushdie and Zadie Smith is his 
ĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽ “ĐƌĞĂƚĞĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞƐƚŽŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚĞĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚǇ ?ĂƐdƌŽƵƐĚĂůĞĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƐ ?ŝƐ
ƚŚĞŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇŽĨĨŝŶĚŝŶŐĂ “ďĂůĂŶĐĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞŝŵŵŝŶĞŶƚƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůƚŚƌĞĂƚĂŶĚƚŚĞƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚ
ĞƐĐĂƉĞ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚŝƐĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉŝƐŶŽƚŽŶĞŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞĨŽƌŵĞƌŝƐƐŝŵply swallowed 
by the achievement of the latter is extremely welcome. There is a suggestion of a dialectic here, a far 
ŵŽƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞŽŶĞƚŚĂŶƚŚĞĐĂƌŝĐĂƚƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞ “,ĞŐĞůŝĂŶƚƌŝĂĚŝĐƐĞƌŝĞƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚEĂďŽŬŽǀƌĞĨĞƌƐƚŽŝŶ
Speak, Memory and models as the way to solve a chess problem (211). The risk is to introduce 
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ĐŽŶƚŝŶŐĞŶĐǇĂƐƚŚĂƚǁŚŝĐŚĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇĚĞĨŝŶĞƐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚŝŵƉƵůƐĞƐ Wto bring the 
intricately ordered worlds of the novels into dialogue with their own limits. Such limits haunt the 
fiction in two guises. One is in the form of the social and historical, the experience of which provides 
ƚŚĞǀĞƌǇĨŽƵŶĚĂƚŝŽŶƐĨƌŽŵǁŚŝĐŚEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƐǇƐƚĞŵĚĞǀĞůŽƉƐ ?dŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ
increasingly prominent in the later work from Pale Fire onwards, is the biological necessity of aging 
and death, the grossly material betrayal offered to the mind by the decrepit body.  
 
 




concentrated naturally on the two dystopian novels, Invitation to a Beheading and Bend Sinister.
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However, the most effective challenge to the monolithic ahistoricism of Nabokov scholarship came 
ĨƌŽŵ^ƵƐĂŶDŝǌƌƵĐŚŝ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ?ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ “Lolita ŝŶ,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ ? ?ǁŚŝĐŚŽƉĞŶůǇƚŽŽŬŝƐƐƵĞǁŝƚŚEĂďŽŬŽǀďǇ
ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŶŐƚŚĞĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƚŽƌĞĂĚƚŚĞŶŽǀĞůǁŝƚŚŝŶĂŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ?DŝǌƌƵĐŚŝ ?ƐŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ
that we understand Lolita as a novel painfully enmeshed in the aftermath of the holocaust, 
compulsively rehearsing the imagery of the death camps, provides a powerful counterargument to 
those who would prefer to read it as a formalist triumph in which historical contingency is 
transcended. Since then, work by Steven Beletto (2006) and Adam Piette (2009) has sought to ask 
what it means to think of Nabokov as a Cold War writer with his own ideological investments in the 
conflict, rendered visible through espionage, surveillance and the metaphor of nuclear fusion. My 
own work on reading Nabokov alongside Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno has examined how 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐǁƌŝƚŝŶŐĂĚĂƉƚĞĚŝƚƐŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐƚƉƌĞŵŝƐĞƐŝŶƚŚĞĨĂĐĞŽĨƚŚĞƌise of Nazism and the Second 
tŽƌůĚtĂƌŝŶƵƌŽƉĞĂŶĚƚŚĞhŶŝƚĞĚ^ƚĂƚĞƐ ? “EĂďŽŬŽǀĂŶĚĞŶũĂŵŝŶ ? ? “EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐǇƐƚŽƉŝĂ ? ?
 “hŶƉĂĐŬŝŶŐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ>ŝďƌĂƌǇ ? ) ?Meanwhile, ĂƌďĂƌĂ^ƚƌĂƵŵĂŶŶ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ?ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂtive study of 
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EĂďŽŬŽǀĂŶĚůĨƌĞĚ,ŝƚĐŚĐŽĐŬƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ “ƚŽƌĞĂĚƚheir texts against the background of exile as a 
momentous experience of the twentieth century ?Ɛ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇĂŶĚĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ? ? ? ) ?^ƚƌĂƵŵĂŶŶ ?ƐƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ
builds explicitly ŽŶDŝĐŚĂĞůtŽŽĚ ?ƐĞĂƌůŝĞƌĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŐƌŝĞĨĂŶĚůŽƐƐŝŶƚŚĞĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂŶĚ
autobiography, but, in her analysis of Speak, Memory and Lolita she also deploys Freudian notions of 
the family romance as well as modern trauma theory. The overarching thesis here, inspired by 
&ƌĞĚƌŝĐ:ĂŵĞƐŽŶ ?ƐƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂůǁŽƌŬ ?ŝƐƚŚĂƚŽĨŚŝƐƚŽƌǇĂƐ “ĂďƐĞŶƚĐĂƵƐĞ ? ?:ĂŵĞƐŽŶ ?Ɛ own comments 
on Nabokov, particularly in A Singular Modernity: Essays on the Ontology of the Present (2002), 
disclose a distinct impatience with his writing, but nevertheless his theoretical reflections on the 
relationship between modernist form and historical conditions provide a fruitful critical route into 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶĨŽƌŵĂůĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĂůŝƐŵ ? 
 When the success of Lolita gave Nabokov enduring financial security for the rest of his life, 
he gave up his teaching post at Cornell and moved to Switzerland, where he spent the rest of his life 
living in a hotel in Montreux. It is no coincidence that the fiction he produced after this move in 1960 
shows a marked retreat from the historical exigencies felt in his mid-career works, saturated as they 
are by the concerns of political violence, anti-Semitism, incarceration and tyranny (Pale Fire, 
composed mostly after the move to Switzerland, nevertheless anchors itself off a political 
ĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ) ?ƚƚŚŝƐƉŽŝŶƚŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĐĂƌĞĞƌ ?ƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚůŝŵŝƚƐŽĨƚŚĞŚŝstorical and the 
ƐŽĐŝĂůĂƌĞƐƵďůŝŵĂƚĞĚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞŵŽƌƚĂůůŝŵŝƚƐŽĨĂŐŝŶŐĨůĞƐŚ ?ĨŝƌƐƚŐůŝŵƉƐĞĚŝŶ:ŽŚŶ^ŚĂĚĞ ?Ɛ “ǁŽďďůǇ
ŚĞĂƌƚ ?ĂŶĚ “ƐůŝŐŚƚůŝŵƉ ? (Pale Fire 20), ƚŚĞŶŵŽƌĞĨƵůůǇŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĞĚŝŶsĂŶ ?ƐŝŶĞǆŽƌĂďůĞĚĞƚĞƌŝŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ
in Ada, overweight, with creaking vertebrae, heartburn and intercostal neuralgia. This theme 
continues through the unfortunate protagonists in Transparent Things (1972) and Look at the 
Harlequins!  ? ? ? ? ? )ƚŽĨŝŶĚŝƚƐĂƉŽƚŚĞŽƐŝƐŝŶEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ unfinished, now posthumously published, 
novel, The Original of Laura  ? ? ? ? ? ) ?,ĞƌĞ ?ĂƐǁĞŶŽǁŬŶŽǁ ?EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐŽǁŶĂŶǆŝĞƚŝĞƐĂďŽƵ 
approaching mortality are transfigured into a vision of the body itself as Other, located especially in 
WŚŝůŝƉtŝůĚ ?ƐŐƌŽƐƐŽďĞƐŝƚǇ ? “/ůŽĂƚŚĞŵǇďĞůůǇ ?ƚŚĂƚƚƌƵŶŬĨƵůŽĨďŽǁĞůƐ ?ǁŚich I have to carry around, 
ĂŶĚĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚǁŝƚŚŝƚ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?tŝůĚ ?ƐĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐĂƚƵƐŝŶŐƚŚĞƉŽǁĞƌŽĨƚŚĞŵŝŶĚƚŽŵĂŬĞ
16 
 
his own disgustingly material body disappear finds its historical ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƉĂƌƚĂƐĞĂƌůǇĂƐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ
 ? ? ? ?ZƵƐƐŝĂŶƐŚŽƌƚƐƚŽƌǇ ? “/ƐƚƌĞďůĞŶŝĞƚŝƌĂŶŽǀ ? ? “dǇƌĂŶƚƐĞƐƚƌŽǇĞĚ ? ) ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚĂĚŝĐƚĂƚŽƌŝƐŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞ
not through assassination or revolution but through the imaginative recreation of his biography by 
ƚŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƌ ?ŽƵďƚƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŽĨďŽƚŚƚŚĞƐĞ ‘ƚƌŝƵŵƉŚƐ ?ŽĨƚŚĞƉŽǁĞƌof 
consciousness ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇƌĞŵĂŝŶ ?dŚĞǀŝĐƚŽƌǇŽĨEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƐŽǀĞƌƐƵĐŚŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŽƌ
biological limits, even if we entertain them intellectually, are at best pyrrhic. A critical appraisal of 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐůĂƚĞǁŽƌŬƐ ?ĐĂƉĂďůĞŽĨĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐĂĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚframework around The Original of Laura, 
together with his other involuted and increasingly self-referential fictions of the 1970s, will 
doubtless emerge in the coming few years. My expectation would be that such work requires serious 
philosophical and theoretical consideration of the relationship which came to obsess Nabokov, 
between writing and death, or, to put this another way, of the sense in which textuality might 
mediate between idealism and materialism. We will have returned by then to the territory of 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ “ŽƚŚĞƌǁŽƌůĚ ? ?ďƵƚƚŚŝƐƚŝŵĞǁŝƚŚĂƌĞŶĞǁĞĚĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůĂƉƉĂƌĂƚƵƐĐĂƉĂďůĞŽĨĚŽŝŶŐŵŽƌĞ
justice to the demands made by the fiction. 
 
                                                             
1
 Field published two further, increasingly eccentric, biographical studies of Nabokov (Nabokov: His Life in Part 
[1977] and VN: The Life and Art of Vladimir Nabokov [1986]), which suffer from numerous errors and were 
ůĂƌŐĞůǇƐƵƉĞƌƐĞĚĞĚďǇŽǇĚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŝŶVladimir Nabokov: The Russian Years [1990] and Vladimir Nabokov: The 
American Years [1991]). 
2
  Extracts from Appel, Stegner and Bader, together with a useful commentary on their positions, are offered in 
an excellent guide to criticism on Lolita edited by Christine Clegg for Icon Critical Guides (2000). It also provides 
coverage of various other critics discussed in this article. 
3
 &ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐĂƌƚŽŶ:ŽŚŶƐŽŶ ?ƐWorlds in Regression (1985), which can be said to have initiated the interest in 
ŽƚŚĞƌǁŽƌůĚůǇƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐ ?ůĞǆĂŶĚƌŽǀ ?ƐEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐKƚŚĞƌǁŽƌůĚ (1991) attempted a rereading of the oeuvre in the 
context of the Russian Silver-Age mysticism, which, he argues, remained a major influence on Nabokov. 
4
 ůƚŚŽƵŐŚŝƚŚĂƐǇĞƚƚŽďĞƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚŝŶŶŐůŝƐŚ ?ŽƵƚƵƌŝĞƌ ?ƐŽǁŶƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŚŝƐŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŝƐĐƵƌƌĞŶƚůǇ
available online at: http://www.libraries.psu.edu/nabokov/coutnab1.htm 
5
 For two readings of Pale Fire which engage poststructuralist theory, see articles by Hennard and Le-Roy 
&ƌĂǌŝĞƌ ?DĂƌƚŝŶ,ćŐŐůƵŶĚ ?ƐĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞǁŝƚh Brian Boyd over questions of time in Ada dramatises the strength of 
resistance to theoretical perspectives on the fiction. 
6
 Two other monographs, outside the scope of this article, seek to find common ground between Nabokov and 
intellectual currents in twentieth-ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇĐƵůƚƵƌĞ PDŝĐŚĂĞů'ůǇŶŶ ?ƐVladimir Nabokov: Bergsonian and Russian 
Formalist Influences on His Novels  ? ? ? ? ? )ĂŶĚDĂƌŝŶĂ'ƌŝƐŚĂŬŽǀĂ ?ƐThe Models of Space and Time in V. 
EĂďŽŬŽǀ ?Ɛ&ŝĐƚŝŽŶ (2006). 
7
 Additionally, Senderovich and Shvarts (2007/8) have reinitiated consideration of Schopenhauer as an 
philosophical context for Nabokov ?ƐǁŽƌŬ 
8
 EĞŝůŽƌŶǁĞůů ? ? ? ? ? )ŚĂƐƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇďƵŝůƚĂĐŽŶǀŝŶĐŝŶŐĐĂƐĞĨŽƌWĂŵƵŬ ?ƐĞǆƚĞŶƐŝǀĞĚĞďƚƐƚŽEĂďŽŬŽǀ ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐ
practice in terms of metafictional strategies as well as the operation of memory and nostalgia. 
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9
 dƌŽƵƐĚĂůĞ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇŚĂƐŶŽǁďĞĞŶƐƵƉƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚďǇŚĞƌďŽŽŬ ?Nabokov, Rushdie and the Transnational 
Imagination: Novels of Exile and Alternate Worlds (2010). 
10
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